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Greg Newbold

The Fisherman
Michael Huff

I THOUGHT MY BACK WAS GOING TO SNAP

right in the middle, that at any second the back
of my head would be pressed against my butt.
It was dark, around nine o'clock. I was only
twelve years old, and pathetically mismatched.
Dad was a robust six-four, and as we carried the
aluminum boat upside-down over our heads, the
brunt of the weight tipped down toward me. The
fact that I had done this a dozen times before
was no comfort, but rather, a haunting. It meant
I had no excuse this time or the next.
This was no big boat. Just a fourteen-footer
that we kept propped up on cinder blocks in the
back yard. Nevertheless, my little arms
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quivered. We shuffled slowly between our sparse fruit trees,
through the open gate, and around to the front yard, where we
slid the boat onto the luggage rack on our Toyota Land Cruiser.
Then Dad lashed the boat down till the ropes were taut and we
went inside.
Mom was already packing us lunch. Bologna and cheese on
thin, spongy slices of Wonder Bread. She wore her bathrobe and
curlers and a big frown.
"We'll show her," Dad said with a grin, "won't we, Mike?
When we bring home a mess of big trout, then we'll get a smile
out of her."
Mom grunted.
The lake was flat and glassy in the morning, but choppier
as the day dragged by. We motored from one cove to the next.
The next cove was always where the fish were. The sun rose
high, burning me up one side of my face and down the other.
It was late fall.
The wind picked up and whipped the surface of the water.
One tenacious drop of sweat clung to the end of Dad's nose all
day long, but neither the wind nor his unending casts could
dislodge it.
"When are we going home? 11
"Pretty soon. 11
"But how soon?"
"Pretty soon."
I think fishing, or just casting and casting and casting,
had become something like Yoga for Dad, the whine of the
monofilament his mantra. Maybe he'd enter a euphoric state
after so much casting and casting. My whining could be ignored
like any other pain.
We traversed the entire lake. We must have been miles from
our little cove where we'd parked. We had our Coleman lantern
fired up, and since state regulations required boats to be well-lit
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at night, Dad made me hold the lantern up high. I don't know
if it really had to do with state regulations, or if it was just so
he could see better on the next cast, and the next.
The light attracted gnats and mosquitoes, making it impossible to breathe without inhaling one or two with each breath.
The lantern was full of kerosene and my arms ached as I held
it as high above my head as I could. Whenever my arms just
began to lower, Dad scolded me.
With the lantern right in my face, all else was reduced to
a devastating, impenetrable darkness. I had no idea where the
shore was until I heard the coyotes begin to howl.
"Aren't we going home?"
''Pretty soon.''
The rhythmic sound of cast-splash-reel-cast was interrupted.
"Are we going?" I burst out enthusiastically.
"Umhmm," he mumbled.
My relief was short-lived. I leaned precariously out beyond
the bow, with the lantern extended straight out in my left arm
as we motored through the inky black night. My right arm
supported all my weight, and as we slapped along violently
on the wind-rippled lake, each impact jarred through all the
joints of my body. Every second of this torture piled up in my
brain, multiplying.
The cold wind pummeled my ears, and after what seemed
an hour, we pulled into our cove. Dad cut off the motor, slowed
our glide with the paddle, and lowered our anchor.
Then Dad came up with what I'm sure he thought was a
revolutionary idea: I would lean out over the side of the boat
with the lantern; the light would attract insects, the insects
would attract minnows, the minnows would attract the large
fish, and Dad would cast and reel his lure through their midst.
This would be the salvation of the trip.
Dad tried a few casts with no luck, then instructed me to
lean even further out. I complied, my elbows throbbing, my neck
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stiff and unable to find a position of any relief. Dad heaved out
a mighty cast, and in so doing, tilted the boat sharply. I had so
much of my weight out of the boat to begin with, this quick
tilt had the effect of a springboard, and I pitched out of the boat
like a shot.
I crashed into the water on top of the lantern, which hissed
loudly beneath me. It happened so quickly that I didn't notice
the cold at first. My coat and pants were immediately saturated,
and my boots filled up with water. They were dragging me under
with shocking weight.
Drowning, but free from the intense light of the lantern, I
could now make out my father's features clearly. He had a very
perturbed expression on his face, his brow deeply furrowed and
his lips tightly pursed. He was in the middle of reeling in that
last cast, careful not to disturb its rhythm, lest he scare away
any fish not already startled by my dive. He was tom by the
options that lay in the water before him.
I was sinking, there was no doubt. I gasped and called out
"Dad!" wetly.
Without breaking his rhythm, he reeled in the last few feet
of line and cast the big Rapala lure in my direction. I felt a hard
slap against my right ear, and all I could think was "And now
this." I instinctively grabbed for the line ahead of the lure, to
hold on to something and prevent the hooks from ripping out
of my ear.
Dad began reeling in, his reel screeching
"Tum off the drag!" I yelled. I remember how happy I was
that Dad was using 20-pound test line that day, and I imagined
all the pictures I'd seen in outdoor magazines of the huge fish
caught on 20-pound test line. I could see a black and white photo
of my dad, proudly hoisting me up by my ankles, in a future
issue of Field eiJ Stream .
The line cut into my hands as Dad pulled against my
drenched weight. Finally, I was close enough to the boat that
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he could lift me, soaked and still clinging to the line, with one
hand. I tumbled into the boat, where Dad could see that the fourinch lure was embedded snugly into my ear.
"Oh I'm so very sorry," he said over and over again.
I was beyond caring about anything, and all I could do was
reply, "It's no big deal, let's just go home, OK?"
Dad cut off the line and we got the boat to shore, and in
the glare of the Toyota's headlights, he clipped all the treble
hooks off with a pair of wire cutters, and pushed the barbed
ends through my cartilage and safely out. There was very little
blood really.
There's never any mention of that particular fishing trip
these days, and I don't see much of my dad anyway. He came
to my college graduation, and to my wedding, but aside from
those two occasions, I haven't seen him in many years. Once
in a long while we'll talk rather stiltedly on the phone, and I'll
make a token invitation to him to come up sometime so I can
take him fishing, as the fishing is much better where I live. But
he always declines.
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